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MEMORANDUM TO THE PRESIDENT 


FROM: 


W WR 


Before going on vacation I should like to give you my thoughts on 
the present state of the Southeast Asia problem. 

1. A Task Force exists; and a first report should be available 
by about Wednesday, August 23. This report will exam i ne whether It 
Is realistic to envisage a plan to protect the present de facto truce 
lines In Laos and to mop— up Pathet Lao forces In the south without 
substantial use of American forces In the area. 

2. I suspect the answer will be something like this: 


up the 



— Diem cannot spare enough 
Pathet Lao forces now located i 

The Pentagon estixmtes there < 

- a sizeable contingent. 


res thoroughly to dean 
his borders in Southern 
7, 000 Pathet Lao in this 


p — Sarlt Is unlikely to commit himself substantially in 

Laos unless he has the most Ir on— clad guarantees that we will 
not only pick up the check, hut also that we would move massively 
* In his support If the proposed action should lead to substan ti a l 
i renewed hostilities. 

I .. We are most unlikdy to conclude that Phouml's forces 

| could, on their own, give a very good account of themselves If 

they were to be substantially engaged with the Pathet Lao, a lt h ough 
S the Introduction of American advisers down to co m pany level might 
5 help. 

- 3. I suspect your planners dll tell you this: to hold the present 

line and to mop up behind tt nothing will suffice very much short of the 
Introduction of forces (or the firm commitment to Introduce forces) Into 
Southeast Asia from outside the mainland on the scale of SEATO Plan 5 
If we are to overcome the three fundamental weaknesses we face: Diem's 
preoccupations; Sarlt's uncertainties; and Phouml's Incampe tence. 
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4 . All of this argues, of course* that we should exhaust every 
possibility of a respectable negotiated se tt l em ent In Laos, Here* 1 
suspect* the fundamental question that we will have to answer for the 
Communists Is this: What will the Americans and SEATO do If we don't 
give them a satisfactory settlement? Their position on the ground Is so 
good that I believe it unlikely that they will accede to our minimum 
terms unless they are convinced that the alternative Is a substantial 
American and SEATO commitment to the Southeast Asia mainland. 

5. Although you are now well acquainted with the fact that most 
contingency plans fall to turn up the situation which actually emerges* 
the best current guess as to how they would proceed Is tills: they will 
test the American reaction by stalling In negotiation and by resuming 
with Increasing vigor operations In the south* while leaving the cities 
untouched for the time being. They may well judge that no American 
President could sit Idly by and see an overt take-over of Vientiane* etc. 

6. If this line of fiiought proves* on staffing* to be sound, what 
follows? We must produce quickly a coarse of action which convinces 
the other side we are dead serious; which convinces Sarlt (and other 
potential partners) we are dead serious* which provides for prompt 
limited countermeasures to meet limited probes* which provides for 
the possibility of bringing In substantial American and other forces 
without initially Introducing them . 

7. How could tills be done? 

a. The first appropriate American move may well be to 
send a military commander and staff Into the area to explore our plan 
with Sarlt and Diem on a contingency basis. It Is clear that only 
American leadership as well as American ultimate guarantees can 
pill these chaps together. For the time bring Phouml should be left 
out* since his Inclusion would encourage him In his Inclination to 
forestall a successful negotiation and to seek a military solution In 
Laos without our backing. Although the deal with Diem would be co- 
ordinated* it might well take the form of a side understanding, given 
Vlet-Nam's special diplomatic status. 

b b. The ostensible Initial purpose of this headquarters 
would be to concert pl anning with Thailand with respect to various 
future contingencies* Including the contingency that a satisfactory 
settlement Is found In Laos. As I pointed out In an earlier memorandum, 



3 


even under the best e f circumstances we shall certainly wish to 
envisage a beefing up of border control arrangements Inside Thailand 
if a Laos settlement Is accomplished* In fact* the discussions and 
plann ing would envisage a muchwider range of possibilities, including 
contingency action if a split of Laos is negotiated; if a de facto split 
emerges and Southern Laos must be mopped up. If the Pathet Lao 
Increase their efforts In Southern Laos; and if the Pathet Lao should 
take off on a major offensive against the cities. The agreement of the 
U.S. to commit a commander and staff to toe area might begin to 
give Sarlt the guarantee that he needs to think forward realistically. 

8. Behind this staff operation (confined Initially to ourselves. 
Diem, and Sarlt) we need to open with our SEATO partners contingency 
‘planning for a much wider range of alternatives than those encompassed 
In our bilateral talks with the British* The discussions with toe British 
have merely embraced one case; that Is. the case of a major violation 
of the ceasefire by the other side* If we find that the British are not 
prepared to contemplate military action, except in tots narrow circum- 
stance. 1 believe the time has come to ask them to stand down, withoik 
veto, like the French. 

9* With toe situation thus cleared* we might envisage a series 
of actions — embracing toe New Zealanders* the Australians* the 
Filipinos* and Pakistani — accommodated to each cf the possible con- 
tingencies which might arise. We would be then* for toe first time* la 
a position to mobilise outside forces for whatever level cf military 
activity toe other side Imposed on us and we would be communicating 
toe seriousness of the American commitment to the other side — as 
well as to Sarlt — before It became necessary to send large numbers 
cf American or other non-mainland troops into toe area* 

10. This sequence represents the best hope I can now suggest 
for a successful negotiation in Geneva; for holding Southeast Asia at 
minimum cost if Geneva should fail to meet our minimum terms; and 
for beginning to build a framework of Southeast Asian cooperation for 
the long pull if Geneva should succeed in negotiating either a unified or 
a split Laos. At its core is the judgment that come what may -- some 
coherent military planning on toe Southeast Asian mainland Is 
necessary; that SEATO should be toe basis for this planning* with or 
without the British and French; and that initial American leadership 
and commitment Is the only instrument for bringing about toe 
coalescence of will and force required. 
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11* This is a hard decision; for oar troubles with the British 
j and French in SEATO have permitted us a bit of the luxury of the 

drunk at the bar who cries "Let me at'em, " while making sure he is 
firmly held by his pals* 

I 

12. On the other hand* to go this route is* in fact* to recogilze 
commitments we already have upon us -- but to act on them positively. 
Surely we are hooked in Viet-Nam; surely we shall honor our bilateral 
assurances to Sarlt, as well as our SEATO commitment; and — I 
suspect — despite everything It Implies* we shall fight for Laos If the 
other side pushes too far its advantages on the ground. 
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13« But my overriding concern Is that we communicate with 
clarity and conviction to the other side the two things that matter: we 
are prepared for an honorable neutralist eettl einent in Laos; but we 
are not prepared to see Moscow 1 ® Hanoi agent take over Southeast Asia* 
Only If the latter message is lucid and persuasive do I see a chance for 
a livable settlement* And if we get such a settlement, we should be 
able to proceed th a much lighter military touch on the Southeast 
Aslan mainland ; although our troubles in Viet-Nam# Thailand, and. 

Indeed, Laos uould by no means be over* 

14* Here, then. Is the sequence of action implicit In this view 
of the matter. 

4 

I 

STEP ONE. Draft a plan covering the full range of 
contingencies In Southeast Asia — by August 25. 

STEP TWO . Explore It with Sarlt, Introducing the man 
who would ultimately be the American field commander — by September 1. 

I 

1 

4 

* STEP THREE, Simultaneously explore a contingency side 

' deal with Diem — by September 1. 

* 

• 4 

STEP FOUR. Go to the Bdtish and tell them that they must 
j either come in on this or stand down — by September 8. 

! STEP FIVE. Take It to SEATO, and get the tasks allocated 

| for the various contingencies -- September 8*15. 





STEP SIX. Surface the SEATO field 
him an International staff — by September 15. 


commander and give 


Elapsed time: four weeks from time of your decision. 

15. Your decision here Is not easy. It involves making an 
uncertain commitment In cold blood. It is not unlike Truman f s 
commitment on Greece and Turkey In March 1947; for, in truth. 
Southeast Asia is in as uncertain shape as Southeast Europe at that 
time. But — like Truman’s commitment — it has the potentiality 
of rallying the forces in the area, mobilizing the will and strength 
sufficient to fend off the Communist thrust, and minimizing die chance 
that U.S. troops will have to fight in a situation which has further 
deteriorated. On our side is the fact timt the Australians, New 
Zealanders, Filipinos, Thais, Vietnamese, and Laotians — plus our 
Pacific forces -- are surely capable of dealing with the North Vietname 
and Pathet Lao, if they are organized and led. And the Communists 
know this. On our side also is the fact that Communist China is a - 
deeply sick country (you should be fully briefed on this) — in no mood 
for great adventures, whatever Chet says; and, in any case, this Is a 
wholly defensive plan. Moreover, Southeast Asia for Khrushchev Is 

a matter of exploiting our weaknesses — • and preventing Mao from 
exploiting them •- not a primary area of concern. 

16. This kind of revival of SEATO appears, then, the only way 
I can perceive of salvaging Averell In Geneva and laying the basis for 
holding die area for the long pull without excessive U.S. commit men t 
on the mainland. But It takes a bold U,S. commitment in principle 

-- very soon indeed. 




